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Preface

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Office of Inspector General (OIG) was
established by the Homeland Security Act of 2002 (Public Law 107-296) by amendment
to the Inspector General Act of 1978. This is one of a series of audit, inspection, and
special reports prepared as part of our oversight responsibilities to promote economy,
efficiency, and effectiveness within the department.

This report is in response to a request from Representative Bennie G. Thompson,
Chairman of the House Committee on Homeland Security. It addresses the strengths and
weaknesses of the department’s policies, oversight, and reporting of conference planning
and related expenditures. It is based on interviews with employees and officials of
relevant agencies, components, and offices; direct observations; and a review of
applicable documents.

The recommendations herein have been developed to the best knowledge available to our
office, and have been discussed in draft with those responsible for implementation. We
trust that this report will result in more effective, efficient, and economical operations.
We express our appreciation to all who contributed to the preparation of this report.

Ko s eriri

Richard L. Skinner
Inspector General
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Guard (USCG), and Departmental Operations in the Directorate for
Management (DEP OPS).” From these five components, we examined 11
conferences, which included the most expensive within the continental
United States (in-CONUS) and the most expensive non-CONUS
conference for each of the five components held during FY's 2005-2007.
In addition, we examined one FY 2009 conference in Hawaii, attended by
19 S&T personnel. Table 2 lists these conferences; detailed descriptions
are in Appendix C.

Table 2: Eleven DHS Conferences Examined in Further Detail

2006 National Disaster Medical System Reno, NV In-CONUS
FEMA (NDMS) Conference
Regional Interagency Steering
2007 Committee (RISC) Meeting Honolulu, HI Non-CONUS
2006 Det.en.non Management Control Program Batavia, NY In-CONUS
Training
ICE Orchard District
2007 | Regional (Asia) Attaché Conference renarg Lstrict, Non-CONUS
Singapore
2006 West Coast Aids to Navigation (AToN) Everett, WA In-CONUS
USCG Conference
2006 District 17 Commanding Officers Juneau, AK Non-CONUS
Conference
2005 |2005 National BioWatch Conference Washington, DC In-CONUS
International Underwater Tunnel
S&T 2007 Protection London, England Non-CONUS
2009 2008 A51a Pacific Hgmeland Security Honolulu, HI Non-CONUS
Summit and Exposition
2007 FY2007 Chief Administrative Officer’s Washington, DC In-CONUS
DEP OPS (CAO) Forum
2007 29.th Intematlor.lal.Data’ Protection and Montreal, Canada Non-CONUS
Privacy Commissioner’s Conference
Cost Breakdown

Although DHS conference spending is limited by the availability of funds
for such purpose, and participation is generally determined by whether the
conference is a mission-related or job-related requirement, no specified
limits exist—in legislation, regulation, or policy—on how much DHS or
its components can spend on conference support or participation. We
reviewed costs for the conferences by categories such as general support
(i.e., facilities, audiovisual equipment, materials, and supplies), employee

7 Departmental Operations consists of the Office of the Secretary & Executive Management, Office of the
Under Secretary for Management, OCFO, and Office of the Chief Information Officer.
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salaries, travel expenses, and other costs incurred. Figure 1 depicts these
expenditures for FYs 2005-2007.

Figure 1: Breakdown of DHS Reported Conference Expenditures FYs 2005-2007

Total expenditure: $110 million

Other Costs General Support
$7 million $11 million
6% 10%

Travel
$42 million

Salaries
38%

$50 million
46%

Source: OIG analysis based on data provided by OCFO, August 2008.

Results of Review

Although conferences and related travel might be important to enhancing
federal government operations, DHS must provide assurance that it is a
responsible steward of public funds. Many policies already exist within
DHS and throughout the federal government that demonstrate the need for
prudent judgment when funding conferences and determining employee
travel and attendance. Although we did not review all DHS components,
this report seeks to identify areas in which Management can leverage best
practices that will allow the department to generate new efficiencies,
institute a coordinated “program to improve efficiency and streamline
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decision-making,” and ensure that conferences and travel are appropriately
coordinated and conducted solely for mission-critical purposes.

Department Needs Clear and Consistent Conference Planning
Guidance

Conference planning is multifaceted. It involves travel, acquisitions,
budget, ethics, and appropriations laws and regulations. As a result, DHS
staff requires comprehensive instructions and detailed, useful information
on proper procedures for conference planning.

In October 2008, OCFO issued a department-wide conference planning
policy as part of its Travel Handbook within the Financial Management
Policy Manual. The handbook delineates DHS-wide policy regarding
employee travel expenses and conference planning, and provides official
travel policies and general travel guidance to employees of DHS and its
components. The conference planning policy was based on regulations
and guidelines outlined in the FTR.

Although the conference planning document is intended to represent DHS-
wide policy and reflects a progressive effort, it still defers to components
with stricter directives to continue following their existing guidance.
Similarly, an undated internal directive, Management Directive 3160:
Attendance at Meetings and Conferences (MD 3160), also permits a
decentralized conference planning process. As there is no unified or
consolidated set of rules under which DHS components are to operate,
confusion exists among departmental staff. Consequently, the
departmental conference planning policy does not identify responsibilities
or authorities clearly; define terminology and guidance consistently; nor
clarify policy instructions and procedures adequately.

Policies Do Not Identify Responsibilities or Authorities Clearly

Prior to October 2008, DHS had no formal department-wide
conference planning policies, and it was unclear who was
responsible for developing and communicating DHS-wide policies.
Within various departmental documents, multiple Management
entities were cited as having responsibilities associated with
conference planning. This conflicting information often caused
staff to rely on inappropriate policies and irrelevant points of
contact.

¥ Department of Homeland Security Press Release: “Secretary Napolitano Rolls Out DHS Efficiency
Review Initiative,” March 27, 2009.
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For FYs 2005-2007, we determined that only two Management
documents dealt specifically with conference planning and
attendance policies. The first, issued by the Office of the Chief
Human Capital Officer (OCHCO), is MD 3160. This directive
establishes DHS policy regarding attendance at meetings and
conferences, and applies to all DHS organizations, employees, and
contractors who provide services at DHS’ expense. According to
the directive, until such time that OCHCO establishes a permanent,
department-wide policy regarding attendance at meetings and
conferences, all DHS organizational elements may continue to
enforce their existing policies and procedures.

The second document, issued by DHS’ Office of General Counsel
and coordinated with the department’s Office of Ethics, was a
memorandum dated March 4, 2006, and entitled Conferences. It
applies to all DHS offices and components with contracts serviced
by the Office of Procurement Operations and is “intended to
illuminate some distinctions between permissible and
impermissible methods to conduct conferences.” It includes a
caveat that the memorandum is not intended to be comprehensive
and generally recommends that agency conference planners seek
additional legal advice on issues not specifically addressed. On
March 20, 2009, the Office of General Counsel issued an updated
and superseding Conferences memorandum; however, specifically
it directs department conference planners to seek additional legal
advice from appropriations and fiscal law attorneys on related
issues not specifically addressed in the memorandum.

On September 14, 2006, the Deputy Chief Financial Officer stated
that the policies governing employee travel are the responsibility
of the Chief Financial Officer and referred to more comprehensive
policy and guidance on travel and conference attendance under
development.” That guidance was issued in October 2008 as the
Travel Handbook in the Financial Management Policy Manual.

Conflicting information about conference policies makes it
difficult to determine who or what has responsibility for setting
policy. MD 3160 places responsibility for setting policy on
training, conference attendance, and planning on OCHCO; the

? Statement by Eugene Schied, DHS Deputy Chief Financial Officer, before the Senate Committee on
Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Subcommittee on Federal Financial Management,
Government Information, and International Security Hearing: DHS’ Conference Spending;

September 14, 2006
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Office of General Counsel’s 2006 Conferences memorandum
directed employees to the Offices of Ethics and General Counsel;
and congressional testimony refers to OCFO as the responsible
entity. Several officials we interviewed, whose duties involve
developing component policy, did not receive DHS-wide guidance
on conference planning policy or travel and did not know that

MD 3160 or Office of General Counsel’s 2006 Conferences
memorandum existed. These officials either referred to
component-specific policies or followed the FTR.

MD 3160 also states that the Office of International Affairs at DHS
must clear attendance at conferences outside of the United States.
However, when reviewing our sample of international conferences,
component officials did not know of the requirement or said that
they were not required to clear or coordinate attendance at
international conferences with the Office of International Affairs.
In addition, international affairs officials said there is no clear
policy on its office’s role in coordinating the DHS presence
overseas and were unaware that the new Travel Handbook within
the Financial Management Policy Manual contained a section on
conference planning and international travel.

It is unclear to what extent these policies and guidance have been
distributed or announced to DHS headquarters, component, and
contractor personnel. Little knowledge or alignment of practices
with policies establishing guidelines for conference planning or
spending at the department level or identification of responsible
policy-makers exists. As a result, significant challenges confront
adherence to and monitoring of departmental guidelines and
federal regulations.

Recommendation
We recommend that the Under Secretary for Management:

Recommendation #1: Assume oversight responsibility for
department-wide conference planning activities.

Management Comments and OIG Analysis

We evaluated management’s written comments and have made
changes to the report where we deemed appropriate. In general,
Management agreed with all recommendations in the report. A
summary of management’s written response to the report
recommendations and our analysis of the response follows each
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recommendation. A copy of Management’s response, in its entirety, is
included as Appendix B.

Management Response: Management agreed with

Recommendation 1. Management responded that DHS leads a unified
national effort to secure America—this requires a unified department
and an integrated approach across our varying operations. DHS’
Secretary continues to prioritize unifying the department and creating
a common culture: one enterprise, a shared vision, with integrated
results-based operations.

In March 2009, the Secretary launched a department-wide efficiency
review to trim costs, streamline operations, eliminate duplication, and
better manage resources across the department. This effort includes
more than 20 initiatives that will increase efficiency, leverage
economies of scale, create a culture of responsibility and fiscal
discipline, and save taxpayers millions of dollars. Elements of the
efficiency program, the travel and use of government facilities
initiatives, have already generated department-wide policies over the
conference planning process.

There are various cross-functional aspects of conferences, such as
planning, ethics, attendance, travel, record keeping, and other legal and
management aspects, which have been covered by different
authoritative sources at the department. Management agrees to bring
DHS stakeholders together, review best practices, and develop
department-wide clear, consistent, and authoritative guidance on the
multiple aspects of conferences, along with a well-rounded and
comprehensive definition of a conference.

Management further responded that work is under way as a part of the
efficiency initiatives on use of government facilities and travel, and
will serve as a basis for building comprehensive DHS policy on
conferences. DHS established a Conference and Event Planning
Services working group to investigate potential methods of achieving
savings in this area. This working group has surveyed components to
gather requirements for events across the department and is conducting
market and industry research with internal government event planners.
The working group is also developing a resource package with low or
no cost alternatives for employees to use while planning conferences
and events.

OIG Analysis: In response to Recommendations 1, 2, and 3,
Management provided one response to address these
recommendations. We consider Management’s proposed actions
responsive to Recommendation 1, which is resolved and open. This
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recommendation will remain open pending our receipt of an official
department-wide policy, which assigns oversight responsibility and
policy-making authority for department and component conference
activities to a central designated entity. This policy should include a
reporting process to facilitate this oversight, and clearly outline
responsibilities, policies, and procedures. Further, all department
employees should receive this policy, particularly those responsible for
organizing or authorizing conference activities.

DHS Has Inconsistent Conference Terminology and Guidance

Although the DHS mission often justifies staff presence at
conferences, DHS does not have a department-wide definition of what
constitutes a conference. The distinction between a conference,
training, and a routine meeting can affect the justification requirements
of an event, how it is funded, as well as who can attend. In the
guidance used by DHS components, the definition of a conference
varies significantly. For example:

®* The FTR defines a conference as a meeting, retreat,
seminar, symposium, or event that involves attendee travel
The FTR also applies the term to training activities that are
considered to be conferences under 5 CFR § 410.404.

®*= MD 3160 does not provide a distinction between a
conference and a meeting, but defines both as a gathering
of individuals on DHS-related subjects held outside of DHS
and within or outside the United States.

®* The two Conferences memoranda of the Office of General
Counsel distinguish conferences from routine meetings by
defining the latter as being held to discuss day-to-day
operations of the government, while a formal conference
typically involves matters of topical interest to multiple
agencies and/or nongovernmental participants and might
include registration, a substantive published agenda, and
scheduled speakers.

®* The October 2008 DHS Travel Handbook conference
planning policy provides no definition of a conference or
any distinction among conferences, meetings, or training.

In 2006, Senator Tom Coburn, then Chairman of the Subcommittee on
Federal Financial Management, Government Information, and
International Security; U.S. Senate Committee on Homeland Security
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and Governmental Affairs, sent a letter to all federal agencies
requesting information about their conference spending which
included a definition of conferences.'” When responding to this
congressional request, OCFO chose to develop yet another definition
for conferences by reviewing definitions provided in Senator Coburn's
letter, the FTR, and the Department of Defense Joint Federal Travel
Regulation.!" The resulting OCFO definition stated:

“A pre-arranged seminar, annual meeting, forum, or
symposium held at a non-DHS facility that involves the
attendance of DHS and/or non-DHS employees who travel
and/or participate for the provision of training, or the
exchange of information, during which speakers make
presentations on various topics.”

While the OCFO guidance presented in response to a congressional
request might have been communicated to staff involved in the data
request, it was not communicated throughout the department or to the
component program office levels where conference expenditure
information is often maintained. Program offices used previous
definitions or their own professional judgment with respect to what
they believed constituted a conference. For example, USCG
supplemented the OCFO definition with further guidance to its staff,
stating, “a conference is a pre-arranged meeting/expo with a formal
agenda that is open for public discussion of a particular topic,
provision of training or the exchange of information.”

Because of those varying definitions, OCFO staff initially received
more than 20,000 component conference submissions for FY 2006.
One official involved in data collection explained that many
components submitted information on all activities or meetings that
they thought might meet whatever definition of “conference” they
were using. The official explained it was very difficult to centralize
this information and that, even within a component, different offices
had different definitions and reported their spending accordingly.
Once verified and examined to ensure a degree of uniformity and
eliminating events that did not fit OCFO’s definition, the number of
FY 2006 conferences was reduced to 3,024.

1% Conference definition, provided by Senator Coburn, is a “meeting for consultation, education or
discussion that includes non-agency participants, not held entirely at an agency facility.”

! The Department of Defense Joint Federal Travel Regulations, Appendix R, defines a conference as "A
meeting, retreat, seminar, symposium, or event that involves attendee travel. Also applies to training
activities that are considered to be conferences under 5 C.F.R. 410.404. ” In an annotation, the JFTR
specifies that the definition does not include "regularly scheduled courses of instruction conducted at a
[government] or commercial training facility."
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Of the five components, whose policies we examined in further detail,
only DEP OPS had a policy during FY's 2005-2007 that included a
definition of a conference following the one in MD 3160. FEMA and
S&T did not offer any information disclosing how they defined a
conference. Both ICE and USCG, however, were able to provide
policies issued in 2008 that include detailed definitions of a
conference, although each was different from the guidance above.

® The current ICE Conference Planning Procedure defines a
conference as “a meeting, retreat, seminar, symposium,
congressional event, convention, workshop, selected training,
or other event that has a published agenda, scheduled
speakers or discussions, and frequently involves attendee
travel. All conferences are to cover only official government
business.”"?

®* The current USCG Financial Resource Management Manual
defines a conference as “gatherings that are not routine in
nature and that are intended to cover topical matters of
general interest that might appeal to governmental and
nongovernmental participants.”'> The manual also refers
staff to definitions found in the FTR and the Joint Federal
Travel Regulations.

Given the importance of conferences to help achieve and further the
DHS mission, DHS should adopt and use department-wide one
definition. The same should apply to differentiating training and
meetings. Having consistent terminology and guidance would reduce
confusion; provide better use of staff resources; improve record
keeping, reporting, and monitoring; and facilitate the oversight of
department-wide, conference-related expenditures.

Recommendation

We recommend that the Under Secretary for Management:

Recommendation #2: Develop and adopt a common department-
wide definition for what constitutes a conference. The definition

12 JCE Management Procedures (MAP) #304:107:001: Conference Planning Procedure; April 24, 2008; §
2.2: Definitions—Conference.

1 USCG Commandant Instruction (COMDTINST) M7100.3D: Financial Resource Management Manual,
October 3, 2008; § 5.K.11.b: Internal Coast Guard Business Meetings and Conferences, p. 5-53.
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should ensure that a distinction is made between a conference, retreat,
seminar, symposium, workshop, training, and routine meeting.

Management Comments and OIG Analysis

Management Response: Management agreed with
Recommendation 2. Management responded that it will bring DHS
stakeholders together, review best practices, and develop department-
wide clear, consistent, and authoritative guidance on the multiple
aspects of conferences, along with a well rounded and comprehensive
definition of a conference.

OIG Analysis: We consider Management’s proposed actions
responsive to Recommendation 2, which is resolved and open. This
recommendation will remain open pending our receipt of an official
department-wide policy that identifies a single conference definition
for the department and all components, and clearly distinguishes
between a conference, retreat, seminar, symposium, workshop,
training, and routine meeting.

Inadequate Policy Instructions and Procedures Exist

According to the FTR, an agency is responsible for developing and
establishing internal policies to ensure that, while planning a
conference, it minimizes all costs, maximizes the use of government
facilities, identifies cost-reduction opportunities, and ensures that
conference planners do not misuse conference planning benefits.'* As
an aid in planning and conducting conferences, government-wide and
department-specific rules, regulations, and guidelines are to be used.
However, DHS component policies vary, which presents challenges in
applying adequate procedures and practices across the department.
Further, disparities in the existence, maintenance, and rigor of some
component policies highlight that DHS, as a whole, operates under
multiple rules.

The MD 3160 language is vague, general, and does not provide
adequate guidance to DHS staff for conference planning. Many DHS
officials we interviewed did not know that this directive exists,
suggesting some components may not be aware of DHS-wide policy.
As a result, many components continue to use legacy policies,
government-wide policies, guidance issued by other federal agencies,
or from a combination of sources. Of the five components we

441 CFR § 301-74.1: What policies must we follow in planning a conference?
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Appendix A
Purpose, Scope, and Methodology

At the request of Representative Bennie G. Thompson, Chairman
of the House Committee on Homeland Security, we reviewed
DHS’ conference spending practices. Specifically, we assessed:

e The total amount spent by DHS on producing or facilitating
conferences, retreats, and other offsite activities for
FYs 2005, 2006, and 2007, and obtained

o A full listing of each conference that received funding or
staffing support from DHS during FY 2007.%

Our scope was limited to examining department-wide policies,
oversight, and reporting of conference planning and spending
practices, as well as evaluating conference-related activities in five
DHS components. We examined conference spending data
provided by OCFO for FYs 2005-07, computed the total
expenditure, and arranged these costs by component in categories
such as general support, programming, staff salaries, travel, and
other associated costs.

We further analyzed the components’ budgets, funds spent on
conferences, the number and location of conferences, full-time
equivalent staff allotments, and employee attendance at
conferences for each component. From this analysis and
comparison, we selected FEMA, S&T, USCG, ICE, and DEP OPS
to examine in detail.

To emulate the methodology used in the Department of Justice
Conference Expenditures report as requested by Chairman
Thompson, we then selected the most expensive in-CONUS and
non-CONUS conferences, according to DHS records, held or
attended during FYs 200507 by each of our sample components,
totaling ten conferences.*’ By selecting both in-CONUS and non-
CONUS conferences, we were able to include a review of other
areas of potential concern, such as the selection of conference
locations. In addition, we included a recent FY 2009 conference
attended by S&T staff in Hawaii. We reviewed these 11
conferences in detail, including general background information,
justifications, and financial documentation, such as contracts or
invoices, travel vouchers, and relevant cost comparisons.

3% Due to the size of the FY 2007 conference list, it is provided as a separate attachment to this report,
Attachment 1.

* Department of Justice Office of Inspector General, Audit Report 07-42: Department of Justice
Conference Expenditures, September 2007
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Management Comments to the Draft Report
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Appendix B
Management Comments to the Draft Report

Recommendation #4: Tstablish a depurlonent-wide methodology by uniformly mnd
congigiently capture and report oh eonference related planning and cost information.

Recommendation #5; Develop a plan to approve, track, roport and conduct periodic
reviews of department-wide conforence related costs and attendance to norease
acemmtability md transparency of DHS conference activities,

Recommenilatipn #6: Conduct 2 cost-benefit analysis o determine the value of
implementing a department-wide conference management information systam to
facilitae tracking, monitoring, and reporting costs, attendsnce, and mission achicvemant.

BResponse; hanagement agrees that congistently reported conference mfommation anl
petiodic reviziws of conlorencs getivities ars inporlant fagtors th egtablishing proper
contrals for accountebility and trangparency of DUIS conference activities. DIIS
directives on travel and use of government facilities include specific guidance on the
various aspects of conference planning, travel, performing a cost benefit analysis, and
ensuring adequate controls and approval processes are in place. As part of catablishing
comprehensive suidance vn conferenee activities, which will cover defnitions, planning,
cthics, travel, record kesping, and other legal and management aspeets, DIIS will alsa
implement an aversight function o provide assurance that conference pnidance s
successfully and consistently implamented in DHY compotents.

Agdditionally. leng-term DHS-wide financial systems consolidation cffonts could be
leveraged to support aceurats tracking of conference related costs, Including conferencs
data elements as part of fnancial and scoguisition svsfemy will provide a centralized data
reparting mechanism and preclude the need for a separate conference manapemerit
informarion systern.

Recommendation #7: Develop a department-wide record-keeping standard for
conference related doguments and records (0 cnaure adequate documentation iz
maimduined W justify and supporl. all decisions and lransacliong.

Recommendation #8: Designate a central point within each DHS component responsible
fior maintaining ecimponent specific documentation relared to conference expenditures,

Besponge: Management sgrees comprehensive conference guidance should inchude
direction on how to properly docurment and justily Lhe decision for comductmg a
conference, including a cost benefit analysis and elements of cost that must be considerad
and documented in the decision process. Guidance on record-keeping standards should
also be inclhided and will be consistent with cxisting DHS Dircetives and guidance on
recond keeping requirements, Currently, THS requires cach compoment designule o
seniot accountable nfficial to ensure component conference and travel related activities
are mission critical and are conducted os efficiently and effectively as possible, but
furthecr comprehensive puidance would cohance implementation,
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Appendix B
Management Comments to the Draft Report

Recommendation §#9: Develop measures to ensare compliance with federal repulations
regarding the meduetion of meals and relaled incidental cxpense rate for government-
provided mesals, use of non-contract sitline carmers, and regsonableness of travel costs,

Recommendation # 10: Lnsure that justitications for travel expenses are properly
documented and records are retaincd to support decisions and transactions,

Respunge: Guidanee on federal regulations regerding the reduction of meals and related
ingidental expense rate for government-provided meals, use of non-contract aitline
carriers, aml rewionableness of favel costs is currently provided in (he DITS Travel
[landbook. Managerment will tusther develop and commuricate puidance on how to
comply with these regulations. Sampling of invoiees from conferences in which meals
were provided as well as sampling of non-contract carrier costs and of travel costs
excecding 4 revicw trigger level are amonyg of severs] approaches being considerod to test
complignes with Federal regulations,

Recommendation #11: Davelop a plan to standardize managerial practices and systems
to allow coordination, crogs-communication, and interconnectivity in conference
planning and spending activitics.

Recnmmendation #12: Txplore using more codt-e{Tective means and technologics ay
altertatives W spongoring conference related teavel.

ohad:
Work iz under way as a part of the cfficiency initiative on travel and nse of government
facilitics for [YHS events efficicney will serve as a basis for bulding comprehensive DHS
policy on confersiees. TIHS established a Conference and Event Planming Services
working proup Lo investigate potental methods of achieving gavings in this ares. This
working group has surveved Components to gather requirements for events across the
Lrepartment and is conducting market snd industry research with internal govermment
cvient planners. The working group 15 also developing a resource package with low or no
coat alternatives for ecmplovees (0 wse whils planning conferences and events.

As part of the quatterly reporting fior efficiency initiatives, Components are identilving
alternative cost-cutting measures, such as holding conferences local to whete most of the
attendees arc based. using non-DHS goverwment-owned facilities, and sending fewer
people o eonferences, Live web-confercneing has been held to link participants at
hundreds of locations across the country and, in another cost-cutling move, mitormation
wis posted on the web and then local and web-based training was conducted instead of
zathering personnel in a single eommercial location.

Several notewonthy cxamples of progress (oward implementing 8 more cost effective
means of conducting conlerences have been identilie] suross e Deparlmenl. The

Departrment held an intial Industey Dray conference to introduce the EAGLE 11
procurement nsing Microsoft Live Web-conferencing reaching over 500 participants
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